 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
June 23, 2023
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
 In St. Peter Damian’s Letter 22 addressed to Bishop Gislerius of Osimo, the holy monk urges the bishop to not be overwhelmed by the good things of the world, but rather concentrate on the eternal realities that will follow his death. 
Readers will recall that the Final Judgement is a favorite theme of St. Peter Damian:                                
Who is not terrified, who is not shaken to his very roots by that statement of the Lord himself in the Gospel: “Like lightning, flashing from the east as far as the west, so will the coming of the Son of Man be.”
Of this day Peter also speaks: “But the Day of the lord will come unexpectedly, as a thief.  On that day the heavens will disappear with a great rushing sound, the elements will disintegrate in flames.
This letter was written early in Damian’s religious life, most likely, before 1047.  However, since it comes to a very abrupt unfinished ending it may not have reached its intended destination.
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #41  June 2023
 
St. Peter Damian’s Letter 221 
Meditations on Eternal Realities
 
Introduction
TO Sir G. [Bishop Gislerius of Osimo], the most reverend bishop, Peter sends the allegiance of the service that is his due.
 
(2) Dear father and lord, while the world still smiles on you and while you are in robust health, while earthly prosperity caresses you, think about those things that will follow all this.  As if the present were already past, you should prudently ponder the things that are to succeed them in the time to come. With your closest attention consider all things transitory as having already passed away, and regard them as a deceptive and illusive dream.  Your thoughts should revert to this point and should be carefully focused on the fact that whatever will happen later cannot pass away.  What is more, you should now place before your eyes the terrible day of the last judgment, and consider in fear and trembling the sudden appearance of God’s great majesty.  Nor should you think that this day will be long in coming, since the prophet in an age long before ours proclaimed it to be already at hand, as if it were already at the door: “The great day of the Lord is near, it is near and comes with speed; the voice of the day of the Lord is bitter, there the warrior will be afflicted.  That day is a day of wrath, a day of anguish and affliction, a day of calamity and misery, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of fog and whirlwind, a day of trumpet and battlecry…”2
 
(3) Weigh carefully, my dear friend, with what severity the prophet sees this last day of judgment, growing in bitterness about the hearts of the damned, an event he was hardly able to express with all his descriptive terms.  For even if we were now to be silent regarding the pains of eternal damnation that will never end, and were only to examine the terror and the horror of this last day, the entire false and deceitful happiness of their world would be seen as mud and worthless seaweed lying on the shore.  Who is not terrified, who is not shaken to his very roots by that statement of the Lord himself in the Gospel: “Like lightning, flashing from the east as far as the west, so will the coming of the Son of Man be.”3  Who, I say, does not experience great fear when Truth itself again says: “The sun will be darkened, the moon will not give her light, the stars will fall from the sky, and the celestial powers will be shaken.”4  Of this day Peter also speaks: “But the Day of the lord will come unexpectedly, as a thief.  On that day the heavens will disappear with a great rushing sound, the elements will disintegrate in flames.”5  And again he says: “The present heavens and earth, again by God’s word, have been kept in store for burning; they are being reserved until the day of judgment when the godless will be destroyed.”6 And so the apostle Jude also says: “Behold, the Lord will come with his myriads of angels, to bring all men to judgment and to convict all the godless of all the impious deeds they have committed, and of all the defiant words which wicked sinners have spoken against him.”7
 
(4) O, if only our heart could savor the bitterness found in those words of John: “Behold, he is coming with the clouds! Every eye shall see him, and those also who pierced him; and all the peoples of the world shall lament in remorse.”8  Then will those who now live fearlessly shake with fear, then will those who now rest peacefully in the luxury of carnal pleasures find their whole being filled with bitterness.  Shedding bloody tears, they will then start saying to the mountains, “Fall on us,” and to the hills, “cover us.”9
 
(5) There will then be no place to which one can flee, there will be no refuge where one can hide, for then the gates of hell will be thrown open, our enemy death will be destroyed and dust that had decayed, namely, human flesh will come to life as it hears the sound of the trumpet.  Now will all those whom the earth has received, whom the waters have swallowed, whom devouring flames have consumed, all will be given up by that to which they were consigned, and will be restored to life without any reduction of their former selves.  For then will the earth be shaken, the air will be disturbed by sudden storms, thunder will crash and lightning flashes will terrify the hearts of men.  “Our God will come and reveal himself, our God will not keep silence.  Before him fires will burn, and round about a mighty storm will wreathe him.  He will summon heaven on high and earth to the judgment of his people.”10
 
(6) On that dreadful day he will appear with the angels and archangels, with thrones and dominations, with principalities and powers,11 with the heavens flashing and the earth aflame, and with all the elements moved with terror in obedience to him.  Isaiah, the most celebrated of the prophets, well describes this day when he says: “Behold, this hopeless Day of the Lord is coming, this day of wrath and fury, to make the land a desolation and exterminate sinners from it.  The stars of heaven shall give no light, the sun shall be darkened at its rising, and the moon will not give forth its light. I will bring disaster upon the world and upon the wicked for their sins, and I will destroy the violence of the wicked and will bring low the haughtiness of the proud.  And those who are left will be more precious than gold assayed by fire, and will be more precious than a sapphire.  Then the heavens will shudder,  and the earth will be shaken to its foundations at the furious anger of the Lord of Hosts, on the day his anger will fall upon it.”12  The prophet Malachi also speaks in similar words: “Behold, the Lord Almighty will come, and who will endure the day of his coming? or who can bear the sight of him?  For he will enter like refiner’s fire, and like the chaff of the winnowers, and he will sit, refining and purifying gold and silver.”13  And again he says: “Behold, the Day of the Lord is coming, glowing like a furnace to cure them, and all will be strangers and all who work iniquity he shall burn like stubble on that day when it comes, says the Lord almighty, and neither root nor branch will remain.”14
 
(7) Elsewhere, moreover, the man of desires has this to say: “And I kept looking, and thrones were set in place and the Ancient of Days took his seat, his robe was white as snow and the hair of his head like cleanest wool. Flames of fire were his throne, a flowing river of fire streamed out before him.  The court sat, and the books were opened.”15 And a bit further on he said: “And I beheld in visions of the night, and behold the Son of Man came amid the clouds of heaven; he approached the Ancient of Days and was presented to him. Sovereignty and glory and kingly power have been given to him and all peoples and nations of every language shall serve him;  his sovereignty is an everlasting sovereignty which shall not pass away, and his kingly power will never be impaired. My spirit within me was troubled, and I, Daniel, was dismayed by my dullness and by the visions which came into my head.”16
 
(8) When, therefore, these events begin to happen, the gates of the heavens will certainly be opened, or rather, the heavens themselves will be removed as if the flies of a tent were being drawn, so that they might be restored or transformed into something better. Then fear and apprehension will grip all things, all will begin to tremble when he comes in judgment who needs no witnesses, who seeks no evidence, who requires no attorneys.  But with all these put aside, he judges deeds and words and thoughts and places them before us, and, as if they were displayed in writing, holds them up in sight of those who committed them and of others who are present. How deeply will every creature then be shaken and be afraid?
 
(9) Now then, when we arrive at that singular judgment to be hauled before the bench of the judge who cannot be deceived by the concealment of crimes, nor corrupted by some bribe to win impunity; when he begins to reveal all secrets and display not only our deeds and our words, but also our very thoughts, what will we do in the presence of the majesty of such a judge?  What excuse can we offer?  With what kind of defense can we clear ourselves? What sort of repentance can assist us, since when we were still in the flesh we held repentance in contempt? Which good works will protect us, since there were none in this life that we performed? To which apostles or to which other saints can we turn for protection, whose words and example we despised? Perhaps some bodily weakness will excuse them.  But the example of all the saints will cry out against such an excuse, who while alive conquered the weakness of the flesh, demonstrating that what they did we also could do, especially since it was not by their own strength that they resisted sin, but by the help of a merciful God. For God both showed himself to those who were not seeking him that he might be sought and believed, and defended with his invincible protection those who believed in him, that they would not be overwhelmed by sin. What answer will they give if the Lord should say to them: “If you were able, why did you not resist the allurements of sin? If you were not able, why did you not seek my help against sin? Or, when you were wounded, why did you not use the remedy for your wound by doing penance?”  Will they not be silent at these objections? Whatever excuse they may give, he will say to those who are found wanting: “Bind them hand and foot; turn them out into the dark, the place of wailing and grinding of teeth,”17 “where the worm shall not die nor their fire be quenched.”18
 
(10) One must therefore carefully weigh and with the greatest diligence consider from all sides what sort of terror this day will bring, when even in punishment there will be no relief.  What confusion for him who, because of his guilt, will be shamed in the presence of all men and angels.  What dread to behold God angry, whom the human mind cannot comprehend even when he is benign.  In speaking of him, Isaiah puts it well: “The Lord alone shall be exalted on that day. For the Day of the Lord of Hosts is above everyone who is proud and lofty and above everyone who is arrogant, and he will be brought low; above all the cedars of Lebanon, lofty and high, and above all the oaks of Bashan, and above all lofty mountains and above all high hills, above every high tower and above every fortified wall, and above all the ships of Tarshish, and above all that is beautiful to behold. Then man’s pride will be brought low, and the loftiness of man shall be humbled, and the Lord alone shall be exalted on that day, while the idols pass away. They shall go into caves in the rocks and crevices of the ground from the dread of the Lord and the splendor of his majesty, when he rises to smite the earth.”19  Now the Lord observes the sins of transgressors and keeps silence, “but then he will rebuke them in anger, and will threaten them in his wrath,”20 as he said through the prophet: “I kept silence,” he said, “I always kept my peace, I was patient, but I shall cry out like a woman in labor.”21
 
(11) It follows that whoever now longs for earthly pleasures, whoever feasts on the desires of lustful flesh will then be consumed by eternal fire and wasted by the sword of divine fury. And as the prophet says: “By the fire of God’s jealousy the whole land shall be consumed, and all flesh shall be destroyed by his sword.”22  There he will no longer be able to obtain from the Lord what he asks, if here he was unwilling to listen to his commands. For they, who in this life despised the word of God, will then not be heard when in false humility they come to the door with their requests. But he will say to them: “I do not know you. Depart from me, you cursed, to the eternal fire that has been prepared for the devil and his angels.”23 And the Lord speaks again through Solomon: “When I called, you refused to listen, when I stretched out my hand not one attended. You spurned all my advice and would have nothing to do with my reproof. I, in my turn, will laugh at your doom and deride you when what you feared comes to pass, when sudden calamity strikes you, when destructions bears down on you like a hurricane, when anguish and distress come upon you. They will then call upon me and I will not hear them; they will rise at dawn and shall not find me.”24
 
(12) In whom, therefore, can we trust, in what can we hope to attain salvation? Can it be in the hoard of money we have hidden in a safe? Can it be in affluence which is empty within, and which outwardly we possessed improperly? But listen to the apostle James, telling us how much riches profit a man, and what value he attaches to the possession of worldly things. “Well then, you who have great possessions,” he says, “weep and wail over the miserable fate descending on you. Your riches have rotted; your fine clothes are moth-eaten; your silver and gold have rusted away, and their very rust will be evidence against you and consume your flesh like fire. You have piled up wrath for yourselves in the final days.”25 And a little further on: “You have feasted wantonly on the earth, and in luxury you have nourished yourselves, leading your hearts to the day of slaughter.”26
 
(13) Alas, alas, what will these wretched men say when they see that they have irreparably lost their temporal goods and when everlasting evils unavoidably await them?  What will they then think when they become aware that the acceptable time and the day of salvation have vanished, and the time is at hand when they cannot perform good deeds, and they are unable to find a remedy for their damnation?  How bitter will be their conscience, how tearful will be their lament!  “For then,” as Solomon acknowledges, “weeping, groaning, and filled with remorse they will say: ‘How far we have strayed from the road of truth!  The lamp of justice never gave us light, the sun of understanding never rose upon us.  We exhausted ourselves along the paths of wickedness and ruin, wandering on wretched roads and ignoring the Lord’s highway.  What good has our pride done us?  What can we show for all our wealth and arrogance?  All those things have passed by like a shadow, like a messenger galloping by; like a ship that runs through the surging sea, and when she has passed, not a trace is to be found, no track of her keel among the waves; or as when a bird flies through the air, there is no sign of its passing, but there is only the sound of its pinions as it lashes the insubstantial breeze and parts it with the whirr and the rush of its beating wings and so passes through it, and thereafter it bears no mark of its journey; or as when an arrow is shot at a target, the air is parted and instantly closes up again and no one can tell where it passed through.  So we too ceased to be, as soon as we were born; we left no token of virtue behind, and in our wickedness we consumed our lives,’  Such things were said in hell by those who had sinned, for the hope of a godless man…”27 [Here the manuscript suddenly ends.]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The End
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